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Christine Proust’s book examines the full collection of mathematical texts from ancient
Sumerian city Nippur: 871 clay tablets and fragments exhumed by the Babylonian Expedi-
tion, 312 of which are kept at the Archaeological Museum in Istanbul and published in this
book for the ﬁrst time (of these, only 19 have been previously printed). The remainder are
in the Philadelphia and Jena Museums and some of them have already been published or
discussed by others researchers (Hilprecht, Neugebauer, and Robson). This study focuses
mainly on the analysis of tablets dated in the Old Babylonian Period (2000–1600 BC)
but not later than 1730 BC.
Nippur, the religious centre of Mesopotamia during the Early Sumerian, Akkadian,
Neosumerian, and Isin Larsa periods, is at present a vast elevation ground (tell) located
south of Baghdad and traversed by the old Euphrates riverbed. Two small hills protrude
in this region. One of them was probably the ancient religious quarter, because it preserves
vestiges of the temple and the ziggurat. The second, called the Hill of the Scribes, in
which large numbers of tablets have been found, must have been the area where the schools
were located. Proust’s book does a very good job in describing the schools’ curricular con-
tent; in understanding the structure of mathematical texts; and in analysing the dual role of
sexagesimal numbers. The book is divided in two parts, plus appendixes and bibliography,
and incorporates a CD with a full catalogue of tablets and pictures of all the mathematical
tablets preserved in the Istanbul Museum.
The ﬁrst part is dedicated to reconstructing the scholar’s course of education, including
educational stages, learning content, and speciﬁc tasks the pupils went through. It contains
eight chapters devoted to the documentary sources; the daily chores in scribe’s schools;
numbers and metrological units; description and morphology of tablets; the basic and ad-
vanced levels in school; mathematics in Nippur; and study of three tablets with problems
on the determination of volumes. This part concludes with seven appendices providing sta-
tistical data, information about the editing of the mentioned tables, chronology, glossary,
and bibliography. The second part contains restored numerical tables, Antoine Cavigne-
aux’s ﬁrst transliteration of 57 lexical and literary tablets from the Istanbul Museum;
and, with the collaboration of Veysel Donbaz and Asuman Do¨nmez, the whole collection
of pencil drawing of these and other mathematical tablets from Nippur.
The author begins with the basics: nomenclature; interpretive tools; and morphological
analysis of tablets, including subject, typology, content, etc. She turns next to the role of
mathematics in Babylonian schools and society, and in particular describes the student
day at a scribe’s schoolhouse. Proust transports us to an ancient civilization (beginning
on the third millennium BC) in many ways similar to ours. Students went through two
standard levels of knowledge. In the elementary stage learning of language (Sumerian)
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Later, they would memorize lists of lexical names (and their corresponding meanings in
Akkadian), numbers, and metrological units with their equivalences. At the second or
advanced level students learned computational techniques and were introduced into solving
mathematical problems. Some scribes went even further up and were exposed to the most
diﬃcult and complex problems then extant: they were the true intellectual elite. We keep
only three texts from this higher educational level, all of them dedicated to the computation
of volumes.
The Old Babylonian numbering system — with only two speciﬁc signs — did not give
special relevance to the distinction between whole and fractional numbers. Custom was
to write numbers in sequences clearly separating the diﬀerent sexagesimal powers. This is
an aspect the author emphasises. Another important point is the diﬀerent roles numbers
played within computational exercises. While all calculations were done through abstract
numbers, without reference to metric unit(s), the ﬁnal results were then expressed with their
corresponding metrological units. Carrying out conversions with the aid of metrological
tables, the student only had to look up the record to see the respective unit. This is a routine
that surprises us because we usually compute by means of well-deﬁned magnitudes and
carefully note the integers and decimals. The school curriculum attached particular
importance to reciprocal numbers, since divisions were done by multiplication of inverse
numbers. Lists of reciprocal numbers feature prominently besides tables of multiplication,
squares, square roots, cubic roots, and cubes.
In the Old Babylonian Period, Nippur had the most prestigious schools of scribes. The
entire learning system aimed at developing the literary and numerical abilities that were
necessary for the daily activities of a well-structured society. Children were trained to
pursue a technical career in surveying, administration, and law. Mental arithmetic and
memory were the two principal cognitive skills to cultivate. Brighter students would achieve
a higher level of expertise and become themselves teachers and instructors.
The various measures of capacity of the ﬁrst unities were ﬁrst learned, and then those
corresponding to weights, surfaces and lengths; these were the metrological lists. Moreover,
students memorized the so-called metrological tables: a series of numeric equivalences in the
same metric system. Since students did not indicate the respective units used nor explain the
metric conversions conducted, calculations on tablets are diﬃcult to follow if we fail to
apply the Babylonian methodology. Christine Proust shows several examples from the
elementary level with these characteristics.
Thirty-nine tablets from Nippur feature higher numerical computations, a dozen of
which had not been published so far (10 from Istanbul, 2 from Jena). Only three of them
posed and solved problems. Topics covered include multiplication, inversion of numbers,
division by factorization and inversion, computation of square roots, and determination
of areas (squares, rectangles, and one triangle). Three further tablets deal with volumes.
All these issues were addressed at the advanced level. This book allows us to better under-
stand the complexity of mathematics in Babylonia and the nature of its methods.
The author explains in detail the standard rule for ﬁnding the divisors of regular num-
bers, which is an interesting procedure that was used in determining pairs of reciprocal
numbers. Sometimes, the calculations to ﬁnd out inverse numbers went back and forth,
i.e., the same procedure was employed in both directions, from a given number to its
inverse and then back ‘‘to return” to the initial magnitude, as we can see in Tablet CBS
1215. Factorization and inversion were the two essential operations also involved in the
computations of square roots. Moreover, Proust explains how Babylonian scribes made
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ﬁve or more sexagesimal positions in two summands; they possibly helped themselves with
some kind of abacus or computational tool.
The determination of volumes was a very diﬃcult task. Although today both concepts
are identiﬁed we ﬁnd here made an interesting distinction between the notions of capacity
and volume. Babylonians tended to use speciﬁc units of capacity, but no exclusive unit was
used for volumes, which were conceived as surfaces with the thickness of a cubit (kusˇ3). The
diﬀerence lies in their respective roles: volumes are related to works of excavation and con-
struction, while capacities are used to measure the amount of grain. The metrological sys-
tem of Mesopotamia gave pride of place to clay bricks, of which there were ﬁve diﬀerent
kinds, each comprising a speciﬁc unit of volume. Several coeﬃcients were related to the size
and the number of bricks occupying a given space. The author dedicates a section of her
book to explain these technicalities. Babylonians did not have an accurate method to cal-
culate non-exact cubic roots: they only had a listing of numbers that were perfect cubes.
To sum up, in this exhaustive study on the mathematical learning from the Old Babylo-
nian Nippur nothing is missing. We can enjoy repeating the calculations made by the stu-
dents, or ﬁnd complete information about where the tablets were mentioned. We can revise
the Sumerian and Akkadian terminology, observe how the tablets were used, examine their
types and contents, appreciate the Babylonian teaching method, make a journey through
the main excavations carried out within this city, view statistics and distribution of texts,
and look at the reproductions in pencil and the pictures. Completed with an extensive bib-
liography, Christine Proust’s book has a special pedagogic nature, so that even non-special-
ist readers may easily follow it. It is very well structured, thoroughly documented, and
combines rigor with clarity.Piedad Yuste
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Mechanisches Memorieren und Chiﬀrieren um 1430: Johannes Fontanas Tractatus de instru-
mentis artis memorie
Edited by H. Kranz and W. Oberschelp. Stuttgart (Franz Steiner Verlag). 2007. ISBN 978-
3-515-09296-8. 167 pp. 38.00€
This volume oﬀers a new edition (decoding and transcription) and the ﬁrst translation
(into German) of a small Latin treatise by the 15th-century Venetian physician and
engineer Giovanni Fontana (ca.1395–ca.1455). This manuscript about various devices that
support memory is part of the essay Secretum de thesauro experimentorum ymaginationis
hominum—a larger treatise on mnemotechnic issues that Fontana composed about 1430.1
1 Cod. Lat. Nouv. Acqu. 635, Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.
